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‘THE AUTOCRAT’ AS BOOK- 
LOVER. 


GOOD many years ago I was pre¬ 
paring a short ledfure on the Poetry of 
the Bibliomania, and wanted to include 
in it a quotation which had long 
remained in my memory from Oliver 
Wendell Holmes. But when, in obedience to the 
sagacious injunction given by the venerable Martin 
Routh, I tried to verify the verses floating in my 
memory, I found that the poem had vanished from 
the English and also from the American editions! 
So I refrained from this quotation, clear though it 
was in my memory. 

Mr. George B. Ives, in his * Bibliography of 
Oliver Wendell Holmes,’ gives the history of this 
disappearance. ‘Astraea: the Balance of Illusions,’ 
was a poem delivered before the Phi Beta Kappa 
Society of Yale College, 14th August, 1850, and 
was published in pamphlet form in that year by 
Ticknor, Reed and Fields. It has not, with one 
exception, been reprinted as written. In * Songs 
in Many Keys ’ there are some excerpts, and these 
are found in later colledfed editions. In the 
Cambridge (1895) a °d Cabinet (1899) editions 
the remainder of the poem is hidden away in the 
appendix, with references to the excerpts. 

The one exception to this rejection, or partition, 
of ‘Astraea’ is the First English Edition of the 
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Poetical Works of Wendell Holmes, published in 
1852 at London, by George Routledge and Co. 
Reading it as a whole one wonders for what reason 
the ‘Autocrat’ desired to seclude this poem from his 
readers. It is no unworthy effort, and contains 
some striking pi&ures, as that of the Master, 
whose 


. . . kindness ripened, till the youth might dare 
Take the low seat beside his sacred chair, 

While the gray scholar, bending o’er the young, 
Spelled the square types of Abraham’s ancient tongue, 
Or with mild rapture stooped devoutly o’er 
His small coarse leaf, alive with curious lore; 

Tales of grim judges, at whose awful beck 
Flashed the broad blade across a royal neck. 

Or learned dreams of Israel’s long lost child, 

Found in the wanderer of the western wild. 

But what I chiefly valued ‘ Astraea ’ for was the 
pifture of the library: 

Such the warm life this dim retreat has known, 

Not quite deserted when its guests were flown ; 

Nay, filled with friends, an unobtrusive set, 

Guiltless of calls and cards and etiquette, 

Ready to answer, never known to ask, 

Claiming no service, prompt for every task. 

On those dark shelves no housewife tool profanes; 
O’er his mute files the monarch folio reigns; 

A mingled race, the wreck of chance ana time, 

That talk all tongues and breathe of every clime; 

Each knows his place, and each may claim his part 
In some quaint corner of his master’s heart. 

This old Decretal won from Kloss’s hoards, 
Thick-leafed, brass cornered, ribbed with oaken boards, 
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Stands the gray patriarch of the graver rows, 

Its fourth npe century narrowing to its close; 

Not daily conned, but glorious still to view, 

With glistening letters wrought in red and blue. 

There towers Stagira’s all-embracing sage. 

The Aldine anchor on his opening page; 

There sleep the births of Plato’s heavenly mind, 

In yon dark tome by jealous clasps confined, 

‘ Olim e libris ’—(dare I call it mine ?) 

Of Yale’s great Head and Killingworth’s divine!' 

In these square sheets the songs of Maro fill 
The silvery types of smooth-leafed Baskerville; 

High over all, in close compact array, 

Their classic wealth the Elzevirs display. 

In lower regions of the sacred space 
Range the dense volumes of a humbler race; 

There grim chirurgions all their mysteries teach 
In spefitral pictures or in crabbed speech; 

Harvey and Haller, fresh from Nature’s page, 

Shoulder the dreamers of an earlier age, 

Lully and Geber, and the learned crew 2 
That loved to talk of all they could not do. 

Why count the rest,—those names of later days 
That many love, and all agree to praise,— 

Or point the titles where a glance may read 
The dangerous lines of party or of creed ? 

Too well, perchance, the chosen list would show 
What few would care and none may claim to know. 
Each has his feature whose exterior seal 
A brush may copy, or a sunbeam steal; 

1 This, Mr. W. C. Tillinghast informs me, is probably intended 
for Abraham Pierson, the first President of Yale (1701-7). The 
first edition reads ‘great,’ the later ones ‘grave.’ 

* Some members of this bombastic tribe are further noticed in 
the opening chapter of ‘The Poet at the Breakfast Table.’ 
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Go to his study,—on the nearest shelf 
Stands the mosaic portrait of himself. 

What though for months the tranquil dust descends, 
Whitening the heads of those mine ancient friends, 
While the damp offspring of the modern press 
Flaunts on my table with its pidured dress; 

Not less I love each dull familiar face, 

Nor less should miss it from the appointed place; 

I snatch the book along whose burning leaves 
His scarlet web our wild romancer weaves; 

Yet, while proud Hester’s fiery pangs I share, 

My old Magnalia must be standing there! 

This excerpt may now be read in some collected 
editions, under the title of ‘ The Study.’ 

Holmes’s rhymes indicate the feelings of a keen 
booklover. Very little is said on the subjeft in 
Morse’s ‘Life’ of him. His father’s library was 
one of about 2,000 volumes, including many of the 
great writers, and great quantities of theology and 
of miscellaneous matter. The boy Holmes found 
much of his reading in Rees’s ‘ Encyclopaedia,’ and 
there was plenty of good food to be found in 
those ample tomes. By a process of reaftion, the 
‘ Family Bible ’ of that pious, but narrow, person, 
the Rev. Thomas Scott, pushed Holmes to a more 
liberal spirit in theology. 

The allusions in ‘ Astraea ’ are such as we would 
expett from a confirmed book-hunter. 1 

1 The‘Autocrat’has faithfully described the book-hunger of the 
veteran book-hunter in the seventh chapter of ‘Over the Tea¬ 
cups.’ And there is also the notable passage which occurs earlier 
in the same work, about Bernard Quaritch’s shop and catalogue. 
Nor should the account of the Master’s library in * The Poet at 
the Breakfast Table’ be overlooked. 
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When the books of Dr. George Franz Burkhard 
Kloss were sold, in 1835, nine copies of the 
Decretal of Gregory IX., all printed in the fifteenth 
century, changed hands. To which of these did 
Holmes refer? I have just looked again at the 
edition of Aristotle’s ‘ Opera ’ issued by the famous 
house of Aldus, and it is indeed a magnificent 
specimen of typography. But it may be remarked 
that the folios of 1495-8 do not display the 
familiar mark of the anchor. Whilst Baskerville’s 
‘ silvery types ’ have retained their charm, it must be 
confessed that the dapper Elzevirs have fallen upon 
evil days, and can often be released by a few pence 
from the box of odds and ends at the shop door. 

His references to old medical literature may be 
illustrated by the pleasant faCt that he presented 

* this dearly lo*ved collection ’ of 965 volumes and 
many pamphlets to the Boston Medical Library. 
The occasion selected for this graceful aCt was 
when, after thirteen years of service, he resigned 
the office of President. ‘These books,’ he said, 

* were very dear to me as they stood upon my 
shelves. A twig from some one of my nerves ran 
to every one of them. ... I am pleased that they 
can be kept together, at least for the present; and 
if any of them can be to others what they have 
been to me, I am glad to part with them, even 
though it costs me a little heartache to take leave 
of such old and beloved companions. 1 

1 The essay on ‘ Medical Libraries,’ and that on ‘ Some of my 
Early Teachers,’ contain much that is interesting and appropriate 
to the present subjeft. His warm and well-merited tribute to 
Dr. J. S. Billings as a medical bibliographer may be cited as an 
example. 
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The final allusions in the poem are to Hawthorne 
and Cotton Mather. The ‘ Scarlet Letter ’ has so 
entirely taken its place among the great classics of 
our language that it is almost a shock to have it 
thus mentioned as a ‘ damp offspring of the modern 
press.’ Of the 1 Magnalia Christi Americana ’ it 
was said by Nicholas Noyes, teacher of the Church 
at Salem: 

The stuff is true, the Trimming neat and spruce, 
The Workman’s good, the Work of publick use; 
Most piously design’d, a publick Store, 

And well deserves the publick Thanks and more. 

Some may doubt whether all the ‘stuff’ is true, 
but none will deny that it was ‘ piously designed,’ 
and is worthy of the heartiest thanks—and more. 

The ‘ Autocrat ’ had one skill which more book- 
lovers desire than possess—he was an expert on 
book-binding. ‘ I bound a book myself once,’ he 
wrote; ‘ I don’t believe Sumner ever did.’ This 
was an allusion to an after-dinner speech, in which 
that statesman had talked learnedly on the biblio- 
pegic art, and ‘ made almost a sensation ’ by the 
use of the word ‘ forwarding.’ On which Holmes 
gives this sound advice: ‘ When you hear a dis¬ 
tinguished personage using long words or technical 
phrases that frighten you, and make you think how 
learned he is and how desperately ignorant you and 
all your acquaintances are, as soon as the speech is 
over and the company separates, go to your 
dictionary or cyclopedia and look out his poly¬ 
syllables, and ten to one you will get him off his 
horse in five minutes.’ It is evident that Dr. 
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Holmes’s browsings in the many pages of Rees’s 
‘Encyclopaedia’ had not been without advantage. 

The flame that burned in ‘ Astraea ’—that some¬ 
what negle&ed child of Wendell Holmes’s poetic 
genius—continues to burn, and has even a warmer 
glow, in the rhyming ‘ Epilogue to the Breakfast- 
Table Series.’ Although Oliver Wendell Holmes 
may not be the Poet Laureate of Bookland, he is 
sealed of the tribe of Bibliophiles. If a library 
had been built on Parnassus, he could easily have 
supplied a fitting dedicatory ode for the occasion. 

William E. A. Axon. 
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